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004704. P004 

METHOD AND APPRATUS FOR PROVIDING GROUP CALLS VIA THE INTERNET 

This application is related to co-pending application U.S. Application No. 
09/414,710 filed on October 8, 1999 and entitled "System for providing services in real- 
5 time over the internet," the entire contents of which are hereby incorporated by 
reference herein. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
Field of the Invention 

C}o The present invention relates generally to electronic commerce using digital and 

analog networks. More specifically, the present invention relates to a network 
Ln application for conducting group call communication sessions between customers and 
a service provider. 



m 
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Description of the Related Art 

Customers interested in acquiring services must first identify the service provider 
who is capable of providing the required services. At present, this usually means 
perusing a telephone directory, which can become frustrating and time-consuming if the 
service providers telephoned are not immediately available. A phone book (whether a 
20 bound paper book or an electronic directory) is also not very effective if the service 
provider's business category is not known. 

Over the years, a number of systems have been developed that partially address 
this problem. In particular, these include systems that attempt to match potential 



- 1 - 



004704. P004 



customers with potential service providers. They range from free builetin-board-style 
Internet web sites to sophisticated Internet-based consulting services. 

Once a service provider has been identified and has agreed to provide the 
requested services to the user, the service provider may wish to charge the user for 
5 providing the requested services. In many cases, the service provider will charge the 
user based upon the time it takes to provide the requested services. Some devices 
exist to automate the billing of time for services rendered. 1 -900 telephone numbers, 
for instance, automatically calculate the time that services are rendered through the 
telephone and bill the customer accordingly. 
Q0 However, available systems are not able to connect service providers with many 

PJ buyers at the same time. Some services -- such as tutoring or celebrity events -- can be 

UJ 

jt; administered to many buyers at once. Teachers, for instance, often charge their 

m students by the hour to attend a seminar. Currently, however, there is no way for a 

O teacher using an Internet system to indicate that services are now in session and that 

Ql5 students can each join the interactive conference and be charged on a per-time basis. 

i? 

O Current systems that attempt to connect service providers with many buyers at 

once are based largely on the broadcast model of service providing. For instance, a 
speech may be broadcast on a certain channel at a specific time. All buyers who would 
like to listen to this speech can pay a fee and gain access to the channel for an amount 
20 of time. This system, however, has rigidities that prevent its effective use. Firstly, a 
broadcast is a one-way transmission. Many services -- such as tutoring or celebrity 
events - require two-way communication in real time. Secondly, a service provider 
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cannot easily indicate to an audience whether the broadcast service is on or off; 
broadcasts must therefore be rigidly scheduled to be on at definite times. 
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

A method and apparatus for implementing group calling is disclosed. In one 
embodiment, the method includes displaying a service provider, a service provider rate 
for communicating with the service provider, and a real-time indication of whether the 
5 service provider is available. The method further includes receiving a request from a 
first customer to communicate with the service provider and connecting the first 
customer to the service provider through a link capable of transmitting from the service 
provider to the first customer. The method also further includes receiving a request 
from a second customer to communicate with the service provider and connecting the 
OtO second customer to the service provider through a link capable of transmitting from the 

f_\ service provider to the second customer while the first customer is coupled to the 

in 

[n service provider. The method also includes billing the first customer automatically 
m based on the time during which the link to the first customer is maintained; and billing 
O the second customer automatically based on the time during which the link to the 
Ci5 second customer is maintained. The method may further include connecting the 
p service provider to a plurality of customers. 

In an alternative embodiment, a system may include logic blocks suitable for 
performing the method described above or for otherwise implementing a system for 
connecting a plurality of customers to a service provider. Furthermore, such a system 
20 may be suitable for interaction with a moderator and/or an intermediary. Moreover, 
such a system may include a communications interface and a controller computer. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

The present invention is illustrated by way of example and not limitation in the 
accompanying figures. 

Figure 1 illustrates a system for identifying information providers and connecting 
5 customers with information providers in accordance with one embodiment of the 
invention. 

Figure 2 illustrates an alternative embodiment of the system for identifying 
information providers and connecting customers with information providers. 

Figure 3 illustrates one embodiment of an information provider's listing page on 
E40 which potential users can read a description of the information provider and see a rate 
f] the information provider charges to communicate. 

Figure 4 illustrates one embodiment of a web page shown to a user who has 
successfully requested to listen or talk to a service provider. 

Figure 5 illustrates an embodiment of a process of participating in a group call. 
15 Figure 6 illustrates a graphical user interface suitable for use by a moderator of a 

group call. 

Figure 7a illustrates an embodiment of a process of participating in a group call 
from a customer's point of view. 

Figure 7b illustrates an alternate embodiment of a process of participating in a 
20 group call from a customer's point of view. 

Figure 8 illustrates an embodiment of a process of participating in a group call 
from a moderator's point of view. 
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Figure 9 illustrates an alternate embodiment of a process of participating in a 
group call from a moderator's point of view. 

Figure 10 illustrates another alternate embodiment of a process of participating 
in a group call from a moderator's point of view. 

Figure 1 1 illustrates relationships in one embodiment of a method or apparatus 
for a group call. 

Figure 12 illustrates a block diagram of an embodiment of a system. 
Figure 13 illustrates an embodiment of the states a customer enters while 
interacting in a group call. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

A method and apparatus for implementing group calls is described. In the 
following description, for purposes of explanation, numerous specific details are set 
forth in order to provide a thorough understanding of the invention. It will be apparent, 
however, to one skilled in the art that the invention can be practiced without these 
specific details. In other instances, structures and devices are shown in block diagram 
form in order to avoid obscuring the invention. 

Reference in the specification to "one embodiment" or "an embodiment" means 
that a particular feature, structure, or characteristic described in connection with the 
%0 embodiment is included in at least one embodiment of the invention. The appearances 
of the phrase "in one embodiment" in various places in the specification are not 
necessarily all referring to the same embodiment, nor are separate or alternative 
embodiments mutually exclusive of other embodiments. 
O In one embodiment, a system for group calling allows providers of services 

Ol5 (service providers or information providers) to communicate and sell their services to 
j many buyers at once in a virtual conference. An embodiment may enable the provider 
to indicate to an audience of buyers whether services are available or unavailable at the 
current time. Buyers can read a description of the service provider and the price to take 
part in the conference. If services are currently available, buyers can join the 
20 conference, and in doing so, will be connected with a one-way or two-way 
communications link and be automatically charged the fees for the services. 

One embodiment includes an Internet web site as part of the delivery 
mechanism of the invention. Customers who would like to speak with a particular 
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service provider can see whether that provider is immediately available or not. If 
available, the buyer can be connected to the provider with a two-way communications 
link in real time. If the service provider is already in session with a first buyer, the 
second buyer can join the conference and be connected with a two-way 
5 communications link with all members of the conference. The buyer will automatically 
be charged the fees for taking part in the conference. 

Another embodiment enables the service provider to speak to many buyers at 
once through the guidance of a moderator. If a buyer chooses to join a conference and 
communicate with the speaker, the moderator can decide whether to give the buyer 
=10 listening and speaking privileges or just listening privileges. The buyer can in turn be 

, y ! charged different fees depending on which privileges are granted. The moderator can 

iy 

jtj also turn off any buyer's speaking privileges or remove a buyer from the conference 

Q 

gi entirely. 

O Figure 1 shows one embodiment of a system in which the systems and methods 

Ol5 of the present invention may be incorporated. User computers ("customer computers") 

%y 

2 1 00 and information provider computers ("service provider computers") 200 are coupled 
through a network 500 (such as the Internet) to a host computer or web server 
("controller computer") 300. Persons skilled in the art will recognize that the controller 
computer 300 may consist of more than one computer working together to provide the 
20 controller computer functions described herein. The users (customers) and information 
providers (service providers) each have telephones 400 that are coupled to the 
telephone network 600. In Figure 1 , the computer network 500 and telephone network 
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600 are shown as two separate entities, though persons skilled in the art will realize that 
they can overlap, as illustrated in Figure 2 for example. 

The controller computer 300 has the functionality of a web server, capable of 
interacting dynamically via the service provider computers 200 and the customer 
computers 100 with service providers and customers, respectively. In addition to web 
server operation, the controller computer 300 is linked to a telephone interface 700 that 
enables the controller computer 300 to set up, Initiate, confirm, and track conversations 
between the customers and the service providers. The controller computer 300 has the 
ability to establish a real-time communications connection between service providers 
QlO and customers for the purpose of conveying information in real-time in an interactive 
manner. 

In accordance with the embodiment shown in Figure 1 , the customer computers 
100 and the service provider computers 200 are connected to the controller computer 
0 300 through the network 500. Customers and service providers use their computers to 
G}5 connect to the Internet network 500. Once a connection has been established, service 
2 providers and customers will enter the URL, or Internet address, of the controller 

computer 300, and a logic unit within the controller computer establishes a computer 
connection with the customer computer 1 00 and the service provider computer 200. In 
one embodiment, after the computer connection has been established between the 
20 controller computer 300 and the service provider and customer computers, 200 and 
100, respectively, a logic unit within the controller computer presents a web page on the 
service provider and customer computers. 
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Typically, customers and service providers register before customers can 
purchase services or information and before service providers can offer their services or 
information through the web site. During registration, the customers and the service 
providers are requested to submit certain information, such as a username and 
password. Customers may be requested to submit credit card or other financial 
information. Service providers may or may not be requested to submit credit card or 
other financial information. Once the requested information has been submitted, the 
data is stored in the database 310 in a service provider account set up for the service 
provider and in a user account set up for the customer. 

A logic unit within the controller computer 300 may present a web page on the 
customer computer 100 and the service provider computer 200 through which the logic 
unit prompts the customer and the service provider to submit the requested registration 
information. The logic unit is linked with the database 310 and so automatically sets up 
the service provider account and the user account and automatically stores the 
submitted registration information in the appropriate accounts on the database 310. 

Service providers typically submit a description or a listing for each service they 
will provide through the web site. After the description or listing has been stored by the 
controller computer 300, the service described may be offered to all of the users who 
browse the web site. Access to the web site may be established as described above, 
with the customer using a user computer ("customer computer") 100 to connect to a 
network 500 and then entering a URL suitable for connecting or coupling to the 
controller computer 300. A logic unit within the controller computer 300 then 
establishes a computer connection with the customer computer 100. 
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After the computer connection has been established, in one embodiment 
customers will have the option of executing a keyword search for service providers. 
The keyword search can be executed from a web page presented by a logic unit of the 
controller computer 300 on the customer computer 100. A keyword search typically 
5 consists of scanning a database for words that match the keywords entered. In this 
embodiment, the keyword search will be executed against the stored descriptions and 
listing data. In one embodiment, customers will view a list of service providers matching 
the keyword search criteria on a web page presented by the logic unit on the customer 
computer. Customers will have the option of viewing the service providers listed 

%0 according to price, availability, or customer evaluations in either ascending or 

*y 

H[ descending order, though the service providers can be listed in any number of ways. 
J} As an alternative to a keyword search, customers can select a category to view a 
fyi predetermined list of service providers. 

O In one embodiment, a logic unit within the systems presents, in response to a 

%5 customer selection of a service provider from the list, a listing page that contains 
2 additional information about the selected service provider and the selected information 
service. Figure 3 illustrates one embodiment of a listing page that provides more 
detailed information about a service provider that goes by the name of Jim . The listing 
page 1000 shown in Figure 3 provides a brief description of the information services 
20 provided 1010 and may also include rating information 1020, a picture of the service 
provider 1030, a rate or price per minute 1040, as well as other information that the 
potential customer may find helpful such as the educational background or other 
credentials of the service provider 1045. The listing page 1000 includes an icon 1050 
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indicating that this service provider is available at this very moment. The icon 1050 
may also include accompanying hyperlinks that enable the customer to call or email 
1055 the service provider. It will be appreciated that the icon 1 050 may also indicate 
the service provider is not available when such an indication is appropriate. The 
information provided in a listing page may be conveyed in other forms, e.g., instead of a 
picture or photo 1030 the service provider may choose to be represented with an avatar 
or other information-rich graphic, and may include other types of information in addition 
or instead of the information shown in the embodiment of Figure 3. 

When a customer decides to receive information or services from the service 
provider, the customer may request to have a real-time communications connection 
established with the service provider. For example, from the listing page illustrated in 
Figure 3, a customer may click on the "Call Now" hyperlink 1050 to send such a request 
and, in response, a logic unit within the system attempts to establish a real-time 
communications connection between the customer and the service provider. 

In one embodiment, a logic computer within the system presents a web page, 
such as the one depicted in Figure 4, to the customer after receiving the request to 
communicate with the service provider. The web page 1500 informs the customer that 
the real-time communications connection or link is being established and may, if 
necessary, provide instructions to establish the communications connection. Note that 
communication in this context may have a one-way or two-way form, such that 
communication may be limited to the customer listening to the service provider, or it 
may be a two-way communication between the customer and the service provider. 
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Furthermore, note that the link or connection may be established over a variety of 
media or combinations of media as described elsewhere in the present application. 

An illustration of an embodiment of participation in a group call is presented in 
Figure 5. At block 1210, the customer selects a service provider who the customer 
5 wishes to communicate with. At block 1220, a communications link is set up between 
the customer and the service provider. This communications link may allow for one- 
way or two-way communications, and this may be dependent on what the customer and 
service provider desire. In the present illustration, the communications link is initially a 
one-way link. At block 1230, the customer decides to ask a question of the service 
y 0 provider, and thus requests a two-way link. The two-way link is established or enabled 
f] at block 1 240, and at block 1 250, the customer asks the question. 

It will be appreciated that asking the question may be more involved than a 
simple question, and may require a dialog, or that asking a question may represent 
conversing with a service provider without following a question-and-answer paradigm. 
2l5 Likewise, it will be appreciated that in some embodiments, the initial link established 

ha 

between the customer and the service provider may be a two-way communications link 
which allows for two-way communications without a request for such two-way 
communications. Furthermore, it will be appreciated that the management of multiple 
customers in a group call may require attention that would detract from provision of 
20 services by a service provider, such that an intermediary or moderator may be useful 
for purposes of managing interactions with customers. 

Figure 6 illustrates an embodiment of a graphical user interface suitable for use 
by a moderator of a group call, who may have discretion to perform such functions as: 
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add listeners, change listeners to questioners or conversers, or remove participants 
(listeners, questioners and conversers). Window 1610 includes a questioner section 
and a listener section. List 1620 displays a list of callers who are waiting to ask 
questions of the service provider, and further illustrated are the first two questioners 
5 who are currently asking questions of the service provider. The remaining questioners 
are communicating with the service provider, but since they are not selected to ask 
questions, they cannot speak to the service provider. Selected questioner box 1625 
illustrates the selected questioner, in this example the third questioner. For the 
selected questioner, three buttons allow for changes in the status of the questioners. 
HO Button 1 640 allows for changing a questioner to a listener. Button 1 650 allows for 
hearing a question from a questioner, essentially moving the questioner to an in 

Ln conference state or out of a queue of waiting questioners. Button 1 645 allows for 

G 

01 ending a questioner's call, and may be invoked due to a questioner having run out of 

□ allotted time or credit, or for disciplinary reasons and the like. By selecting each of the 

W 

El5 questioners within the list 1620, changes can be effected for each questioner. 

2 In one embodiment, in the listener section, list 1630 displays all of the listeners 
to the group call. Each of the listeners communicate with the service provider, but can 
only hear what the service provider is saying, they cannot interact directly with the 
service provider. Selected listener box 1635 illustrates the selected listener, in this 

20 example listener 'User M.' Two buttons allow for changes to the status of the selected 
listener. Button 1665 allows for ending the listener's call, for example when the listener 
runs out of credit. Button 1660 allows for changing the selected listener to a 
questioner, for a fee or an increased rate of payment. Additionally, button 1670 allows 
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for ending the group call, or terminating the session in which the service provider is 
providing services or speaking to the group. 

Participation in a group call necessarily implies a process for multiple customers, 
and allowing for or managing such a session may require restrictions on the interactions 
5 between the customers and the service provider. In a classroom setting, a service 
provider may lecture, and accept questions based on the service providers wishes or 
decisions of a moderator. Similarly, answering a question asked by the service provider 
may be viewed as asking a question, and any action allowing for communication from 
the customers to the service provider may thus be treated as analogous to asking a 
Qo question of the service provider. 

fl Note that the roles of the moderator and any intermediary may be automated 

§y and performed by logic blocks such as software executed by a processor or portions of 
\ a device or machine or circuitry. The examples discussed previously with respect to a 
? system or apparatus for connecting customers and service providers may, in one 
15 embodiment, perform these roles. Furthermore, the roles of moderator and 
I intermediary may be combined, such that an intermediary performs the role of 

moderator. Likewise, the moderator and the intermediary may interact, such that one 
takes direction or instructions from the other. 

Figure 7a illustrates an embodiment of a process of participating in a group call 
20 as perceived by a customer. At block 1710, the customer selects a service provider 
from a set of service providers, such as a set of service providers viewable on a 
website. At block 1720, the customer requests entry into a session with the service 
provider. This may involve initiation of a session, joining a session in progress, or 
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joining a regularly scheduled session which has yet to begin for example. At block 
1730, the customer enters the session, thereby gaining access to the information being 
transmitted as part of the session. In one embodiment, the session may be 
entertainment, informative, or otherwise allow for at least one-way transmission of 
information. 

At block 1740, the customer requests an opportunity to ask a question, possibly 
in exchange for a fee or surrender of some amount of credit. At block 1750, the 
customer receives permission to ask the question from a moderator or intermediary 
such as an automated moderating program or a human moderator. Receiving 
permission, in some embodiments, may also involve a temporary enablement of 
transmission from the customer to the service provider, in either a half-duplex or full- 
duplex manner. Any change from a listener to a questioner or converser may include 
further instructions delivered on a webpage similar to that illustrated in Figure 4, or may 
include instructions delivered over the telephone, for example. 

At block 1760, the customer asks the question, and presumably receives some 
form of answer or acknowledgment from the service provider. This may satisfy the 
customer. However, at block 1 765, the customer makes a decision about whether to 
ask a follow-up question, which, in one embodiment, requires a separate fee or 
surrender of credit. If a follow-up question is desired, the process proceeds to block 
1750. If a follow-up question is not desired, the process proceeds to block 1770, and 
the customer continues to communicate with the service provider by listening to the 
session. The process also includes block 1775, in which the customer decides whether 
to continue listening to the session, although this may be embodied in the act of 
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listening to the session. Should the customer decide not to listen to the session, at 
block 1780 the customer makes a choice between asking another question and thus 
proceeding to block 1740, or leaving the session and thus proceeding to block 1790. In 
one embodiment, the customer is charged or surrenders credit on an ongoing basis at a 
5 rate per unit time, such as a rate per minute, and the customer may involuntarily leave 
the session when the customer's credit is exhausted. 

Figure 7b illustrates an alternate embodiment of a process of participating in a 
group call as perceived by a customer. At block 1910, the customer finds an expert or 
service provider whose session the customer wishes to enter. At block 1920, the 
9o customer requests entry to the session, and at block 1 925, the customer awaits entry to 

the session. Entry to the session may be carried out as described earlier with respect 
m to actual connection to an expert or service provider. Upon connecting to the session, 
m the customer communicates with the service provider by listening to the session at 

5 

0 block 1970. It will be appreciated that a session may use a medium other than sound, 

CO 

ML 5 such that listening or communicating may represent watching a video presentation or 
9 experiencing some form of multimedia presentation, and that a customer may pay for 
the privilege of listening, watching, or otherwise experiencing a presentation. At block 
1980, a decision is made as to whether to continue listening to the session, and this 
either results in a return to block 1970 or progression to block 1990. 
20 At block 1990, a decision is made as to whether to converse with the service 

provider. This may require payment at a higher rate or of a lump sum. Choosing not to 
converse and not to listen implies progression to block 1995 and quitting the session. 
Choosing to converse results in sending a request to converse at block 1930, which 
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may be fielded by the service provider or by some intermediary or moderator. At block 
1935 the customer awaits permission to converse (and presumably continues to listen, 
although this need not be true). At block 1940, the customer converses with the service 
provider, either for a predetermined amount of time or until an event causes a decision 
5 to end the conversation at block 1950. Such events may include a choice by the 
customer or depletion of the customer's credit to levels too low to allow continued 
conversation. At block 1960, a decision is made as to whether the customer wishes to 
listen to more of the session at block 1970 or to quit the session at block 1995. 

Figure 8 illustrates an embodiment of a process of participating in a group call 
yo from a moderator's point of view. Note that the moderator may be a person interacting 
fJi with a group of customers and a service provider, the service provider, or some other 

jjj form of intermediary such as an automated program or device. In one embodiment, the 

Q 

gi intermediary is a controller computer such as was described with respect to Figures 1 

O and 2, and the moderator is a person who is in communication with the controller 

G45 computer. At block 201 0, the moderator receives a request to enter a session from a 

I customer. At block 2020, the customer is added to the session by the moderator, which 

j 

may involve connecting the customer to the session in a manner such as that described 
with respect to connecting a customer a service provider. At block 2030, a request to 
ask a question from a customer connected to the session is received. Three options 
20 are available, the moderator may queue the question (2040), grant the opportunity to 
ask the question (2045) or deny the opportunity to ask the question (2050), 

After adding a customer or handling a request to ask a question, the moderator 
may either remove a questioner from the session (2060), remove a listener (2065) or 
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wait and monitor the session (2070). From block 2070, the moderator may move to 
block 2010 (receiving another request to enter), block 2030 (receiving another request 
to ask a question), block 2060 (removing a questioner) or block 2065 (removing a 
listener). Likewise, the moderator may move to block 2080 and terminate the session 
5 as appropriate. It will be appreciated that if questions are queued (as per block 2040), 
the queued questions may periodically generate requests to ask questions (as per block 
2030), thus resulting in either maintenance or advancing of the queue. 

Figure 9 illustrates an alternate embodiment of a process of participating in a 
group call from a moderator's point of view. At block 21 10, the moderator receives a 
C}0 request to enter a session from a customer. At block 21 20, the customer is added to 
H! the session by the moderator, which may involve connecting the customer to the 
Hi session in a manner such as that previously described. At block 2130, a request to 
m converse with the service provider from a customer connected to the session is 

O received. Three options are available, the moderator may queue the request (2140), 

D3 

Q15 grant the opportunity to converse (21 45) or deny the opportunity to converse (21 50). 

S After adding a customer or handling a request to converse, the moderator may 

either remove a questioner (someone conversing with the service provider) from the 
session (2170) or remove a listener (2180). Additionally, the moderator may receive a 
request by a questioner to listen (block 2160) and convert the questioner to a listener 
20 (2165) or wait and monitor the session (2190). From block 2190, the moderator may 
move to block 21 10 (receiving another request to listen), block 2130 (receiving another 
request to converse), block 2165 (converting to a listener), block 2170 (removing a 
questioner) or block 2180 (removing a listener). Likewise, the moderator may move to 
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block 2195 and terminate the session as appropriate. It will be appreciated that if 
requests to converse are queued (as per block 2140), the queued conversation 
participants may periodically generate requests to converse (as per block 2130), thus 
resulting in either maintenance or advancing of the queue. 
5 Figure 1 0 illustrates another alternate embodiment of a process of participating 

in a group call from a moderator's point of view. This embodiment illustrates what may 
be the essentially parallel nature of the moderator's role in some embodiments. This 
embodiment illustrates that the moderator may have control over initiation of the 
session at block 2105 prior to addition of any customers, and illustrates that a 
y 0 participant's exit at block 21 85 (either a questioner or listener) may result in removal of 

y the participant. Note that the participant may choose to exit or may exit involuntarily. 

in 

ui Figure 1 1 illustrates relationships in one embodiment of a method or apparatus 

01 for a group call. The controller computer 2210 may be the intermediary in one 

O embodiment. Coupled to the controller computer 2210 are the service provider 2220, a 

£0 

%5 set of customers 2240 (such as a first customer and a second customer) and possibly a 
n moderator 2230. The moderator 2230 or the service provider 2220 may provide 
instructions to the computer 2210 to connect, disconnect, or change the status of 
customers 2240 for a given session. The links between the components of Figure 1 1 
may be formed through use of the internet, telephony, optical, electromagnetic, or other 
20 electrical and/or mechanical means. 

A system may provide all or some of the above group calling features using other 
communications means, such as via e-mail, or over a telephone network, a computer 
network, a satellite network, a wireless communications network, a direct TV network, 
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etc. For example, the customer may communicate (i.e.listen) over a telephone 
connection to the group call. Additionally, the system may receive a request to talk or 
converse over the telephone connection via the telephone keypad or with voice- 
recognition software. Similarly, a group calling method is not limited to the systems 
5 described above and may be implemented using other communications means. 

In particular, a system for implementing group calling and/or a method of 
implementing group calling may involve a processor executing instructions. Such 
instructions, when executed by the processor, may cause the processor to perform a 
method as illustrated elsewhere in this document. Such instructions may be embodied 
Qo in a machine-readable medium, such as a persistent storage medium or other medium 
coupled to or accessible by the processor. The medium may be an electronic medium 
such as RAM or a variant of ROM, it may be a magnetic medium such as a disk or tape, 
m an optical medium such as a CD-ROM, a carrier wave or other transmissive medium, or 

G other media as appropriate. Furthermore, the instructions may be embodied in multiple 

I 

Ml 5 media, either of a uniform type of medium or a variety of types of media. 
J A block diagram of an embodiment of a system is illustrated in Figure 12. Such 

a block diagram may be implemented as instructions in a machine-readable medium (or 
media) or as a set of logic blocks. Furthermore, the breakdown of portions of the 
system illustrated is not necessarily more or less suitable than a different division of 
20 portions of the system in which blocks are combined, subdivided or otherwise differently 
configured. Service provider database 3000 includes information about a set of service 
providers and is accessible by the system. Service provider database 3000 may be 
accessible from a persistent storage medium for example. Service provider display 



m 

m 
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31 10 may access the service provider database 3000 and display information stored 
therein in a manner suitable for communication to a user of the system. Selection 
receipt 3120 may receive from such a user a selection of a particular service provider 
from the service provider database 3120. Connection management 3130 may connect 
5 and/or disconnect a user or customer to or from a service provider in a manner 
described previously. Billing management 3140 may manage billing to or debiting 
credit from a customer in relation to the customer's connection with a service provider. 

In one embodiment, moderation 3150 may perform moderation functions such 
as selecting which customers may converse or ask a question of a service provider and 
y 0 which customers may be disconnected from the service provider. In an alternate 

embodiment, moderation 3150 may be an interface between a moderator external to 

3-; H 

m the system (whether automated or not) and may transmit instructions and data from 
Q 

m and to the moderator. 

» 

O Figure 13 illustrates an embodiment of the states a customer enters while 

03 

Cl5 interacting in a group call. In disconnected state 3210, the customer is not connected 
to the group call. From that state, the customer may transition to listening state 3220, 
in which the customer may listen to the service provider. Likewise, from the 
disconnected state 3210, the customer may transition to the conversing or talking state 
3230 in which the customer may transmit questions or otherwise converse with the 
20 service provider. Similarly, transitions between the listening state 3220 and the 
conversing or talking state 3230 may occur. 

In one embodiment, transitions to the listening state 3220 involve initiation or 
preservation of a link capable of transmitting from the service provider to the customer. 



-22- 



004704. P004 

Similarly, in one embodiment, transitions to the conversing or talking state 3230 may 
involve establishment or maintenance of a two-way communications link, while 
transitions to the disconnected state 3210 may involve severing or disconnecting such 
links. Alternately, an embodiment may involve two-way links for both the listening state 
5 3220 and the conversing or talking state 3230, and a further alternative may involve 
inactivating rather than disconnecting a link when in the disconnected state 3210. 

As will be appreciated, in some embodiments, state transitions and 
corresponding changes in connections may be managed by a moderator, and 
performed by a system or other intermediary which may include the moderator or act in 
y 0 response to the moderator. 

^: The systems and methods have been described above in terms of a "service- 

fa marketplace" system in which customers are waiting to receive information services in 
m real-time from a service provider over a communications network. Such a system is 
O described in detail in co-pending U.S. Application No. 09/414,710, which is incorporated 
Ql5 herein by reference. When implemented with such systems, the group call functions 
2 described above may be performed by the controller computer 300 (see Figure 1 and 
Figure 2), such as performing mediation services or providing communications links. 
However, it should be noted the systems and methods may be incorporated into other 
systems in which users communicate with a service provider in a group setting. 



20 



Example 

A nationally renowned scholar of the French language - named Pierre - provides 
language tutoring through a "service-marketplace" web site. Buyers who are interested 
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in learning French can read about Pierre's background at the web site. They can read 
what other buyers have said about his language-tutoring services. They can see a 
price per minute - 50 cents - that must be remitted in order to be connected with Pierre. 
They can also see an icon on the web site that indicates whether Pierre is available to 
provide his services at this very moment. When Pierre is available to provide services, 
he calls an 800 number and presses the "1" digit to indicate that his services are now in 
session. This causes the icon on the web site to indicate to all potential buyers that 
Pierre is now available. 

A buyer named Jeanne is a student of French and has a question about word 
usage that she would like to ask Pierre. She goes to the web site and sees whether 
Pierre is available. The icon indicates that he is indeed available. Moreover, he is 
currently in session with four other students. Jeanne would like to join the conference 
and therefore clicks on the "Join Now" button. Her telephone rings. She is instantly 
connected into the conference. She introduces herself and joins the discussion. All 
five members of the conference can converse with each other in a group session. 
Jeanne is automatically billed 50 cents per minute for taking part in the conference. 

Pierre's French tutoring service soon becomes extremely popular. Students from 
around the country join the conference, and soon the on-line discussion has more than 
fifty participants. A group conversation with so many participants becomes unwieldy for 
Pierre, so he introduces a moderator to control the discussion. 

The moderator informs Jeanne and the rest of the participants that not everyone 
will be able to speak at once. All participants will be able to listen to the conference, but 
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the moderator will control who in the audience will be allowed to speak and ask a 
question. In fact, asking a question in this conference will cost an additional five dollars. 

In order to control the discussion in this way, the moderator uses an interface 
that indicates a list of the buyers in the conference. The moderator can control whether 
a buyer has listening privileges or both listening and speaking privileges. The moderator 
can also remove any buyer from the conference completely. 

Jeanne would like to ask her question about word usage, so she clicks on the 
"Ask a Question" button on the web site. The moderator grants Jeanne speaking 
privileges so that she may ask her question of Pierre. The rest of the conference can 
listen to this discussion. All participants are being charged 50 cents per minute for 
taking part in the conference. Jeanne is charged an additional five dollars for asking 
her question. 

When Pierre no longer wishes to entertain questions, he informs the participants 
that he would like to end the conference. He hangs up his phone. He then calls the 
800-number to inform the web site that he will no longer be providing services. The 
icon on the web site now indicates "Not Available," and students are no longer able to 
connect to Pierre. 

At the end of the month, Pierre is sent a check in the mail for all the fees 
collected by the conferencing system. 

In the foregoing detailed description, the method and apparatus of the present 
invention has been described with reference to specific exemplary embodiments 
thereof. It will, however, be evident that various modifications and changes may be 
made thereto without departing from the broader spirit and scope of the present 
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invention. In particular, the separate blocks of the various block diagrams represent 
functional blocks of methods or apparatuses and are not necessarily indicative of 
physical or logical separations or of an order of operation inherent in the spirit and 
scope of the present invention. For example, the various blocks of Figure 1 may be 
integrated into components, or may be subdivided into components. Moreover, the 
blocks of Figure 7a, for example, represent portions of a method which, in some 
embodiments, may be reordered or may be organized in parallel rather than in a linear 
or step-wise fashion. The present specification and Figures are accordingly to be 
regarded as illustrative rather than restrictive. 
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